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What	is	data	storytelling?

Data	storytelling	is	the	practice	of	explaining	analysis	in	a	way	that	leads	an	audience	from	a	question,	through	the	evidence,	to	a	decision.	It	has
three	ingredients:	reliable	data,	effective	visuals	and	a	clear	narrative.	Analysis	without	a	narrative	leaves	the	audience	to	find	the	meaning	on
their	own,	which	they	rarely	do.	A	narrative	without	data	is	only	an	opinion.	The	goal	is	not	to	make	results	entertaining	but	to	make	them
understood	and	acted	upon.	A	sound	analysis	that	nobody	understands	has	no	business	effect.

A	step-by-step	approach	to	building	a	data	story

1.	 Know	your	audience:	what	do	they	care	about,	what	do	they	already	know	and	what	decision	do	they	face?
2.	 Define	the	one	key	message	in	a	single	sentence.
3.	 Choose	only	the	evidence	that	supports	the	message,	and	leave	the	rest	in	an	appendix.
4.	 Pick	the	clearest	visual	for	each	point	and	highlight	what	matters.
5.	 Order	the	points	so	that	each	leads	naturally	to	the	next.
6.	 End	with	a	specific	recommendation	and	the	next	step.

A	simple	structure	for	a	business	story

Part Purpose Example

Context Why	we	are	looking	at	this Customer	churn	rose	last	quarter

Question What	we	wanted	to	find	out Which	customers	are	leaving	and	why?

Evidence What	the	data	shows Churn	is	concentrated	in	customers	acquired	through	one	channel

Insight What	it	means That	channel	brings	poor-fit	customers

Recommendation What	to	do Shift	budget	and	tighten	targeting;	review	after	one	quarter

Know	your	audience

An	executive	needs	the	conclusion	first	and	only	enough	detail	to	trust	it.	A	technical	peer	wants	to	see	the	method	and	the	assumptions.	A
frontline	manager	wants	to	know	what	to	do	on	Monday.	Adjust	the	depth,	the	vocabulary	and	the	length	to	the	person	in	front	of	you.	Before
presenting,	ask	yourself	what	question	the	audience	will	ask	first	and	make	sure	your	opening	answers	it.	Replace	jargon	with	plain	words:	say
customers	who	stopped	buying	rather	than	non-retained	cohort.

From	finding	to	insight

A	finding	states	what	the	data	shows:	revenue	fell	eight	percent	in	the	north	region.	An	insight	explains	why	it	matters	and	what	could	be	done:
the	fall	coincided	with	a	stock	shortage	in	two	popular	products,	so	restoring	supply	could	recover	most	of	the	loss.	Insights	connect	numbers	to
causes	and	actions.	To	move	from	finding	to	insight,	ask	so	what	repeatedly	until	you	reach	a	statement	a	decision-maker	can	use.	Be	honest
about	uncertainty:	say	what	you	know,	what	you	suspect	and	what	you	could	not	test.

Using	visuals	in	a	story

One	message	per	slide	or	chart,	stated	in	the	title.
Highlight	the	key	bar,	line	or	number	and	grey	out	the	rest.
Annotate	the	chart	directly	with	the	event	or	reason,	such	as	a	campaign	launch	date.
Use	simple	charts;	the	audience	should	not	need	training	to	read	them.
Keep	slides	sparse	and	put	detail	in	an	appendix.

Example:	a	headline	written	with	numbers

Turn	a	table	of	results	into	a	sentence	for	the	top	of	a	slide.	Values	here	are	illustrative.

prev,	curr	=	1_250_000,	1_150_000
change	=	(curr	-	prev)	/	prev	*	100
print(f"North	region	revenue	fell	{abs(change):.1f}%	to	{curr/1e5:.1f}	lakh,"
						f"	driven	by	stock-outs	in	two	products.")

Write	recommendations	that	can	be	acted	on

A	recommendation	should	name	the	action,	the	owner,	the	timing	and	the	expected	result,	and	it	should	be	small	enough	to	start.	Compare:
improve	customer	retention	is	a	wish,	while	pilot	a	30-day	onboarding	email	series	for	new	customers	and	measure	repeat	purchase	rate	after
one	quarter	is	a	plan.	Where	possible	give	options	with	their	trade-offs	and	say	which	you	recommend	and	why.	Include	what	would	change	your
mind,	which	signals	the	audience	that	the	analysis	is	honest	rather	than	merely	persuasive.

Common	storytelling	mistakes

Showing	everything	you	did	instead	of	the	one	thing	that	matters.
Burying	the	conclusion	at	the	end	of	the	deck.



Presenting	findings	without	a	recommendation.
Overstating	certainty	or	hiding	limitations.
Cluttered	slides	with	many	charts	and	small	text.
Cherry-picking	data	that	only	supports	a	preferred	answer.

Practising	the	skill

Take	a	past	analysis	and	rewrite	it	as	a	one-page	summary	with	a	headline,	three	supporting	points	and	one	recommendation.	Present	it	aloud	in
two	minutes	to	a	friend	who	does	not	work	with	data.	Their	questions	show	where	the	story	is	unclear.	Repeat	with	different	audiences	until
switching	depth	and	tone	feels	natural.

Before	and	after:	a	weak	and	a	strong	slide	title

Weak	title Stronger	title

Monthly	churn Churn	doubled	for	customers	who	skipped	onboarding

Revenue	by	region North	region	is	the	only	region	below	target

Campaign	results Email	delivered	twice	the	return	of	paid	social	this	quarter

Handling	questions	and	pushback

When	the	audience	challenges	a	number,	stay	calm	and	return	to	the	definition	and	the	source.	Say	what	you	checked,	what	you	did	not	check
and	how	you	could	check	it.	If	someone	finds	a	real	error,	thank	them,	fix	it	and	tell	everyone	who	saw	the	old	figure.	Credibility	in	analytics	is
built	less	by	never	being	wrong	than	by	being	open	about	uncertainty	and	quick	to	correct	mistakes.
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Frequently	Asked	Questions

What	is	data	storytelling?
Data	storytelling	is	combining	data,	visuals	and	narrative	to	explain	a	finding	clearly	and	lead	an	audience	to	a	decision.

How	do	I	structure	a	data	story?
A	common	structure	is	context,	question,	evidence,	insight	and	recommendation,	with	the	key	message	stated	up	front.

What	is	the	difference	between	a	finding	and	an	insight?
A	finding	states	what	the	data	shows.	An	insight	explains	why	it	matters	and	what	could	be	done	about	it.

How	many	charts	should	a	presentation	slide	have?
Usually	one	main	chart	with	a	headline	that	states	the	message.	Extra	detail	belongs	in	an	appendix.

Do	I	need	design	skills	for	data	storytelling?
Basic	clarity	is	enough:	simple	charts,	a	highlighted	message,	readable	text	and	a	logical	order	matter	more	than	advanced	design.
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